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Editor's Note: As in Watergate when deeper constitutional issues were replaced by personal
ones, there is a danger that the key issues raised by the Iran-contra affair will become trivialized
with questions like "What didn't the President know and when didn't he know it?" becoming
the focal points of debate. At stake is Congress' ability to prevent undeclared and unpopular
wars, and the government's tacit condoning of private shadow networks involved in terrorism
and drug traffic. Pacific News Service contributing editor Peter Dale Scott, a former Canadian
diplomat and veteran researcher of covert activities, is the author of "The War Conspiracy" and
"The Assassinations." [The Latin America Data Base has permission to reproduce this six-part series
from PNS.] By Peter Dale Scott The Iran-contra affair is nothing more than the fruit of the Reagan
administration's efforts to bypass the recently instituted legal provisions for congressional control
of foreign policy. On the Iran side, the legal issues, though serious, are relatively technical rather
than constitutional. They involve matters of judgment and responsibility which are chiefly within
the prerogative of the executive. On the contra side, however, the administration's determination to
evade congressional restraints on its military plans has reached the point where direct US military
intervention in Central America is possible and even likely. What gives the crisis its urgency now
is the administration's promise to Honduras that the contras will leave the country by April. This
leaves only two directions for them to go. By year's end they may form a pro-US government in
Managua, propped up as in the early part of this century by a permanent force of US Marines. Or,
alternatively, they may be waiting on tables in New York City. In the case of Watergate, the stress
of dealing with deep constitutional issues for impeachment such as Nixon's undeclared war in
Cambodia proved too indigestible for the sensitive political processes of Washington. Instead, the
constitutional issues were progressively replaced by personal ones. "Had the President lied?" "Was
his secretary, by moving her foot, responsible for an 18.5 minute gap in a taped conversation?" There
are clearly both Republicans and Democrats who would like to redefine the Iran-contra crisis along
similar personal lines. The question of whether a 40-year-old Marine major in the White House
could have privately financed an army in Central America may soon be replaced by an equally
frivolous question: "What didn't the President know, and when didn't he know it?" Congressional
figures, for whom serious constitutional debates are politically dangerous, will again mostly prefer
the small, symbolic issues to the deep ones. And many in the press may share this preference. One
notes the invention of the bizarre name "Iragua" which suppresses all reference to the contras and
thus reinforces the chorus of those who say that the contras are not the issue in the current crisis.
Contragate also raises an even more sensitive issue one which the press and Congress turned a
blind eye to during Watergate. This is the degree to which contra supporters and present or former
CIA assets are participants and perhaps even major organizers of the international drug traffic.
Silence about this participation in the 1970s had the effect of sanctioning its continuance. It also
allowed the CIA to evade Congressional controls by "off-loading" its former operations and assets
ostensibly into "private" networks which were drug-financed, such as Australia's Nugan Hand Bank
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and the ex-CIA Cuban terrorist CORU alliance. The tacit condoning of these shadow networks, and
their American "secret team" of handlers, has been costly, both for other peoples and for our own.
Abroad, these off-loaded operations have become more openly terrorist, so that torture and death
squads have become everyday features of life in parts of the Third World. At home, the effects of the
international drug traffic have now been felt by every American class and in almost every American
community. In the 1970s, when the CIA and its allies were mostly busy in Asia, our chief drug threat
was from the Asian drug heroin. Today, when they are most busy in Latin America, our chief drug
threat is from the Latin American drug cocaine. Sooner or later, American politicians will have to
investigate the facts behind this phenomenon. One should not expect this kind of investigation
from the newly appointed Select Committees, still less the Intelligence Committees. These see their
function as in part a sort of damage control, to prevent the discussion of the Iran-contra affair from
reaching to the ongoing scandals of the US intelligence establishment. Already a new generation of
congressional leaders has emerged, such as Senator Sam Nunn of Georgia, who are being praised
precisely for their declared intention to act as guardians of the status quo and its secrets. But there
is one Senator, John Kerry of Massachusetts, who for more than a year has been deposing witnesses
to the ongoing scandals of the contra supporters. He has heard testimony of continuing smuggling
of drugs into the US to pay for arms, of official attempts to block a federal investigation into these
charges, of drug-financed plots against US officials. Senator Kerry had announced his plans to hold
hearings this year before his subcommittee of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, even before
the Iran-contra story reached the US press. Those who wish to see the Iran-contra debate deal with
the deep issues, and not just with exotic personal plane trips and foreign bank accounts, will wish to
encourage and follow him in his efforts. [Part 5 of the series also appears in this issue of CAU. Parts
1 and 2 were published in the 02/27/87 issue; parts 3 and 4 in the 03/04/87 issue.]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

